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TRACES OF EARLY PUROHITA KNOWLEDGE 
IN THE KAUTILIYA ARTHASASTRA 


It is by now an widely accepted view that purohitas most 
certainly largely contributed to the evolution and early formation of 
political science in India' although due to the lack of research into 
pre-Kautilyan literary sources it is yet difficult to make out to 
exactly which extent and in what way political theory was framed by 
them. 

In 1968 W. Ruben had drawn the attention to an episode from 
the Aitareya Brahmana’ (AB) which, as he suggests, contains some 
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early reflections of a purohita on political behaviour and which 
might well mark the beginning of statecraft (Staatslehre). In fact, 
there are similarities of terminology in this AB passage and the 
sddgunyam parts of the Kautiliya Arthasdstra (KA). 

Now, if any early text could be expected to contain references to 
political thinking or political theory, it should be AB, for more than 
any other Brahmana it is concerned with the king’s (resp. the 
ksatram’s) sphere. It deals extensively with the king’s ritual affairs: 
with the rdjasiiya, with different kinds of abhiseka ceremonies as 
well as minor royal rites and (at the very end of the text) explicitly 
also with the field of activity of the purohita. The "historical" or 
semi-historical episodes cited to confirm the efficacy of the 
aindramahdabhiseka rite amply testify to the political-cum-ritual role 
of purohitas, to their function as personal political advisor of their 
kings. And not only that: already in the AB we meet with terms like 
mitra, amitra, yogaksema or abhaya which later on in political 
theory became termini technici or from which (due to a similar 
underlying concept) political termini technici were developed by 
freeing the words from their ritual relevance and giving them a 
political connotation’. 

Thus, in search for the "prehistory" of KA terminology it seems 
possible to draw a line from AB to KA although this line for the 
time being remains rather hazy, for lack of research on textual 
evidence for the gradual evolution of political terminology. 

But if purohita knowledge and the purohita’s practical, political 
and ritual experience really were part of the background on which 
political science evolved - which I am sure, they were, given the 
many examples from the Bradhmanas where purohitas acted as a 





Feind safe, sich auch zu setzen, und wenn jener wachte, selber zu wachen; und halle 
der Feind einen steinernen Kopf, er wiirde den Feind niederwerfen. Fiinf Kénige 
seien durch jene Magie des Brahmanen um ihn herum gestorben. Da verbindet sich 
priesterliche Magie mit politischer Klugheit; man kann hier wiederum geradezu 
vom Anfang der Staatslehre sprechen". 

3M. SCHETELICH, “Zu den Anfaingen altindischer Staatslehre”, in IT 8-9 (1980- 
81), Torino, pp. 980-81, 377-84. 

‘ For instance vijitin (7.3.6), antar-dhd (8.5.5), acchidram sarman (8.5.4) or 
pratyaksa-paroksa (7.4.8). 
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kind of diita or mantrin to kings -, a question arises: did any traces 
testifying not only to the purohita’s proficiency in ritualistic 
reasoning (which Oldenberg rightly called prescientific science) but 
also to their playing a part in working out political terminology 
survive in the KA? In other words, could a line be drawn not only 
from the AB to KA but also back from KA to AB? 

There is at least one instance from the Kautiliya which seems to 
be helpful for the problem, namely the end verse of chapter 1.9, 
"The Appointment of Councillors and Chaplains" (mantripurohi- 
totpattih), a skilfully made little piece of didactic poetry, ambiguous 
by its intricate texture, and therefore a hard nut to crack - for KA 
translators as well as for the Indian commentators. The s/oka runs: 

brahmanenaidhitam ksatram mantrimantrabhimantritam/ 

jayaty ajitam atyantam sastranugamasastritam// 

(v.1: G2, M sastranugata-, G2 -sastrikam) 

Kangle translates: "Ksatriya power, made to prosper by the 
Brahmin (chaplain), sanctified by spells in the form of the counsel of 
ministers, (and) possessed of arms in form of compliance with the 
science (of politics), triumphs, remaining ever unconquered". 

And he comments: "edhitam and mantrimantrabhimantritam 
contain a punning reference to the kindling of fire and its 
sanctification by mantras". Cb renders abhimantrita by “protected”. 
-Sdstranugamasastritam “possessed of weapons in form of 
obedience to the sastra” (Cb). Cj however explains “following the 
Sastra (sGstranugam), though not making use of weapons 
(asastritam)”. Jolly-Schmidt refer to a pun, apparently in the word 
Sastrita “possessed of a weapon” and “accompanied by a hymn of 
praise or litany (Sastra)”. The reading -nugama- is obviously better 
than mugata-". 

Meyer translates: "Wenn die Kriegerschaft (1) vom Brahmanen 
gefordert und vom Rate der Ratgeber beraten wird (2), so siegt sie, 
selber immerdar unbesiegt (3), folgt sie nur der Lehre, auch ohne 
Wehre". 

And he comments: (1): Oder: das Konigtum, die Kénige. Uber 
die Minister, den Ratgeber (mantrin), die Ratgeber (es sind deren 
drei oder vier), das Ratgeberkollegium und die Unterschiede und 
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Aufgaben der einzelnen hat lichtvoll Stein gehandelt (Megasthenes 
und Kautilya, 175ff.). 


(2): Dies schiene hier der natiirliche Sinn von abhimantrita zu 
sein. Nach der gewohnlichen Bedeutung aber: "geweiht, schiitzend 
gefeit wird", wozu die von Gan. verzeichnete Lesart abhiraksita 
vorziiglich stimmt. 


(3): Oder: ersiegt sie unendliches Unersiegtes (d.h. macht sie 
endlose neue Eroberungen). Kangle’s as well as Meyer’s comments 
on their resp. translations make evident their difficulties in correctly 
understanding the s/oka, particularly the last pada, and therefore, as 
is often the case, their translations do not agree. 


In Meyer’s interpretation, the verse is a praise of political 
shrewdness as opposed to military force and thus excellently fits in 
with the tendency of the Arthasastra’s dandaniti: to base any kind of 
political action on mantrana, i.e. thorough discussion of a given 
situation by the king together with a group of councillors (mantrin) 
and to prefer diplomatic action to making war. 


Kangle rather takes the sloka to be an extension of the 
description of the purohita’s office (and his qualifications) which 
forms the second part of chapter 1.9, so that the verse sort of sums 
up this second part by further dwelling on the relation between 
purohita and king, mentioned in the preceding two sentences. In his 
interpretation, the verse thus once more defines the role of each of 
them in the main business of the ArthasGstra king: extension of his 
sphere of political influence (vardhana). 


To both Meyer and Kangle it did not occur that the ambiguity of 
the sloka might have been intended and that possibly its author 
deliberately left the verse open to be understood in different ways. 
What makes me think so, is the fact that - for putting forth his point 
- the author evidently recurred on the old purohita knowledge of the 
AB, namely on the well-known allegorical story of the flight of the 
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sacrifice from the brahman and the ksatram and its conquest by the 
weapons of the brahman only’. 

This allegory, being a kind of preamble to the description-cum- 
interpretation of the abhiseka rites, was originally told to demarcate 
the field of activity and the responsibilities of the royal and the 
priestly function (ksatram and brahman) and at the same time to 
stress their union and interdependency in the business of guiding the 
state and its subjects®. It runs: "Om! Prajapati created the sacrifice. 
When the sacrifice was created, both the brahman and the ksatram 
were created after him. After the brahman and the ksatram two 
kinds of living beings (or: people, in the sense of: subjects, praja) 
were created: those who eat sacrificial food and those who don’t. 
The eaters of sacrificial food followed the brahman (lit. went after 





5 AB 7.4.1=7.19 (7th paiicika, 3rd adhydya, \st khanda: rdajasitye 
yajamandadhydya, tatra ksatriyasya yajiiddhikara). The text, and particularly the 
"purohita parts", are difficult to date. Th. AUFRECHT (Das Aitareya Brahmana., Mit 
Ausziigen aus dem Commentare von Sdyandcarya und anderen Beilagen hrsg., 
Bonn 1879, IV) refers to Book 7 and 8 as additional to the original subject, the 
functions of the hot at the jyotistoma, but does not say anything about the 
“additional parts" being younger or older as the first six pasicikds. In any case the 
AB is generally taken to belong to the oldest Bra@hmanas, roughly dated into the 
9th-8th cent. B.C. 

§ The historical background of the allegory is that early stage of history and 
that early type of society where the access to power or the access to religio-ritual 
knowledge and to the operation of sacrifices was not yet restricted to hereditary 
groups of definite social ranks. Ra@janya, brahmana and vaisya were functional 
groups, and to be included into one of them was not yet a question of birth but of 
the necessary qualification, i.e. of the intellectual or economic background 
respectively. A man was a rdjanya because of his sraisthya and jyaisthya among the 
members of the community. In the same way -veda (knowledge) of the trayi vidya 
(AB 5.5.7 and 5.5.8 already for the three Vedas), of s@mans and mantras (together 
with their effects and ritual significance) made a man fit for the office of priest. The 
number of kings mentioned in the Bradhmanas and Upanisads as teachers of 
religious and ritual knowledge is immense, and the contests between kings and 
priests for showing off their superiority in interpreting rituals were many (see, e.g., 
W. RUBEN, Wissen gegen Glauben, where the different proto-philosophical 
teachings evolving from such intellectual intercourse are amply dealt with). Thus, to 
demarcate of the fields of competence, expressed by the relation between the 
sacrificial sphere - represented by brahman (sacrificial word, i.e. knowledge, vested 
in its functionaries, the brd@hmanas) and the sphere of political power represented by 
the Asatram - was an affair of vital importance - socially as well as politically. 
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him), the non-eaters followed the ksatram. Now, those living beings 
who are eaters of sacrificial food, these are the brahmana, and those, 
who are non-eaters, these are the rdjanya, the vaisya and the siidra. 
From these the sacrifice ran away. Him followed the brahman and 
the ksatram. Which weapons were the brahman’s (weapons), with 
these the brahman-went after him. Which weapons were (those) of 
the ksatram, with these the ksatram (did the same). These are the 
weapons of the brahman what are the weapons (called) sacrifice. 
Now, these are the weapons of the ksatram, what are horse, chariot, 
armour, arrow and bow. The ksatram, not catching up with it’, 
turned back (or better: abstained - from following the sacrifice). 
Frightened by his (i.e. the ksatram’s) weapons it (i.e. the sacrifice) 
went far away. After it went the brahman. It overtook it (the 
sacrifice). When, overtaking it, it (the brahman) had stopped it in 
running far away, it stood still. (The sacrifice), overtaken, stopped 
from running far away, standing still, recognizing his own weapons, 
took shelter with (or: approached) the brahman. Therefore, verily, 
the sacrifice has its firm footing in the brahman, in the brahmanas. 
To him came the ksatram. It said: "Invite me to this sacrifice!" It 
(the brahman) said: "Be it so!" Then it said:" Laying aside thy own 
weapons, with the weapons of the brahman, in the form of brahman, 
becoming the brahman, approach the sacrifice!" "Be it so!" it (the 
ksatram) said. That ksatram, laying aside his own weapons, with the 
weapons of the brahman, in the form of brahman, becoming the 
brahman, approached the sacrifice. Therefore, verily, a ksatriya 
wishing to sacrifice approaches the sacrifice having laid down his 
own weapons, with the weapons of the brahman, in the form of 
brahman, becoming the brahman’’. 


7 The verb dp- means “catching up with, overtaking something or somebody", 
but also "taking possession of’, and both meanings are apparently intended. The 
idea behind it is taken from the warrior’s dharma: if somebody is defeated in a 
fight, he is regarded as being at the mercy of the victor, having to obey him like a 
dependent person. ; 

8 AB 7.4.1 (7.19): Om/ Prajapatir yajnam-asrjata/ yajfiam srstam anu 
brahmaksatram asyjyetam/ brahmaksatram anu dvayyah prajd asyjyanta/ hutddas 
cahutadas ca/ brahmaivanu hutédah ksatram anv ahutada/ eta vai prajd hutado, 
yad brahmana/ athaita ahutado, yad-rajanyo vaisyah siidras/ tabhyo yajiia 
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It is clearly this legend which the Arthasastra verse takes up. 
We not only meet with motifs from the AB story (the brahman- 
ksatram duality, the unarmed ksatram, the spiritual weapons as 
opposed to the military ones shared by both brahman and ksatram in 
common) but also with AB terminology: 

- for mantram abhimantray- see AB 8.4.5 et al.; 

- for ksatram jayaty see AB 8.5.2 and 8.5.4 (yasyaiva vidvan 
brahmano rastragopah purohitah ksatrena ksatram jayati, balena 
balam asnute),; 

- for atyantam see e.g. AB 8.4.9 et al. (sumantam sarvatah 
prthivim jayan). 

Yet it is not the supremacy of brahman or ksatram which is at 
stake here. The original legend from the AB is completely stripped 
off its religious-ritualistic content and turned into a praise of 
mantrana, careful deliberation on a given situation. The ksatram (the 
king), it is said, is protected (abhimantrita) by deliberation against 
evil (and everybody familiar with the usual, religious notion of the 
verb, adds: as thoroughly as by sacrifices conducted by the 
brahman). But then yajfia is explicitly substituted by (artha- or 
dandaniti-) sastra, i.e. secular political knowledge, which becomes, 
accordingly, the befitting weapon for achieving any gain, and it is 
the mantrin, the councillor, not (only) the spiritual guide who 
handles mantra the effective means of protection. Thus the retelling 
of the old AB legend (almost its inversion) by the KA author sets a 
mark in the process of evolution of political science. With an elegant 


udakramat/ tam brahmaksatre avaitam/ yany-eva brahmana dyudhdni tair- 
brahmdnvaid/ yani ksatrasya taih ksatram/ etani vai brahmana ayudhani yad- 
yajndyudhdany/ athaitadni ksatrasydyudhani yad asva rathah kovaca isu dhanva/ tam 
ksatram ananvapya nyavarttata/ dyudhebhyo ha smasya vijamdanah paran evaity/ 
athainam brahmdnvait/ tam Gpnot/ tam aptvd parastan niruddhydatisthat/ sa aptah 
parastan niruddhas tisthan jidtvd svany dyudhani brahmopavarttata/ tasmad dhapy 
etarhi yajiio brahmany eva bradhmanesu pratisthito/ ’thainat ksatram anvagacchat/ 
tad abravid upa m@ ‘smin yajiie hvayasveti/ tat tathety abravit/ tad vai nidhéya 
svdny ayudhani brahmana evadyudhair brahmano riipena brahma bhittva yajiia 
upavartasveti/ tatheti tat ksatram nidhdya svany Gyudhani brahmana evdyudhair 
brahmano riipena brahma bhiitva yajiiam-upavarttata/ tasmad dhapy etarhi 
ksatriyo yajamdno nidhdyaiva svdny ayudhani brahmana evdyudhair brahmano 
riipena brahma bhiitva yajiiam-updavarttata/ 
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and easy spring from religious to secular reasoning it creates a 
political connotation of former religious words, thus giving 
qualitative changes in political concepts a verbal shape and a new 
(sGstric) frame. This happens: 

- with regard to the king’s moral: yuddha (fighting) is 
substituted by mantrana (intellectual reasoning), to be the chief 
quality of a king’s right behaviour from now on, 

- with regard to the concept of kingship: the ksatriyadharma- 
oriented warrior-king of the Dharmasiitras is substituted by the 
statesman-king using his brain in addition to force for achieving 
political gain, i.e. using the sastra instead of the Sastra. 

-with regard to the role of the purohita: he is no longer the main 
guide of his king in spiritual as well as political matters, but is only 
one of the members in the assembly of councillors (mantriparisad). 

Thus the verse could be translated: 

"Made to prosper by the brahman, protected by the mantra of 
those who possess the knowledge in it, the ksatram is victorious 
everywhere, not subdued, by following the sdstra (i.e. political 
advise) without taking up arms (and conquering others by military 
force)". 

Nevertheless, formally, the verse, because of the structure of its 
last pada could (by those familiar with Brahmana knowledge) well 
be taken as a reverence to the brahman resp. the brahmanas. 
Brahman and mantra could, as before, be understood as interrelated, 
and sdstrdnugamasastritam, irrespective of how the words are 
divided, exactly reproduces the old AB topos, only with another 
background. Now, whether one reads -sdstranugama sastranugam 
suddenly becomes of secondary importance, although metri causa 
the latter reading is to be preferred to the first as the "purer" variant. 

The small piece of didactic poetry from KA 1.9 might well be 
taken as a good example for the skill of arthasastrins in introducing 
new ideas in the garb of traditional images by combining prose and 
verse. At the same time it demonstrates a delicate way of theoretical 
reasoning which the Dharmasastras from Manu onwards are totally 
lacking. In this respect the KA is closer to the Dharmasittras, 
although these texts are not interested in coining new political ideas 
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and terms, due to the dharmasiitrins practical rather than theoretical | 
interests in things of political relevance. Anyway, the Dharmasiitra 
teachers share with the KA the method of citing different persons’ 
views as well as the use and adaptation of Brahmana portions 
(which they, in contrast to the KA, mostly mark by iti brahmanah)’. 
This might support the claim of an early date at least for portions of 
the text like the verse discussed above. 














° This his will be discussed in a separate notice on kathd. 








